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Climate change is one of the most pressing global challenges of the contemporary era and 
there is general scientific consensus that human activities are contributing to it. Debates 
around climate change and climate science are embedded within what has been referred to as 
a diverse social representational field, characterised by multiple, potentially conflicting 
modes of communication. Using critical discourse analysis, this study examines the 
communication and contestation of climate change in a corpus of reader comments on 
newspaper articles published in The Daily Mail LQ WKH DIWHUPDWK RI µ&OLPDWHJDWH¶ The 
analysis is informed by social representations theory. The following discursive themes are 
UHSRUWHG L ³'HQLJUDWLRQ RI FOLPDWH VFLHQWLVWV WR FRQWHVW KHJHPRQLF UHSUHVHQWDWLRQV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LL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 DQG LLL
³2XWULJKWGHQLDO UHMHFWLQJKHJHPRQLF VRFLDO UHSUHVHQWDWLRQVRI FOLPDWH FKDQJH´ The paper 
VKRZV KRZ µ&OLPDWHJDWH¶ FDQ EH GHSOR\HG LQ RUGHU WR FKDOOHQJH DQG UHMHFW GRPLQDQW
representations of climate change with wide-ranging implications for public understanding of 
climate change and science communication, more generally. Theoretical implications are 
discussed. 
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Contesting science by appealing to its norms:  
Readers discuss climate science in the Daily Mail 
Climate change is one of the most pressing global challenges of the contemporary era and 
there is general scientific consensus that human activities are contributing to it. Campaigners 
have stepped up efforts to encourage engagement with climate change (Crompton & Kasser, 
2010), while so-called climate sceptics and deniers have mobilised collectively in order to 
expose the perceived inaccuracies of climate science (e.g. Mann, 2012; Montford, 2010; for 
H[DPSOHVRI WKH WZR µVLGHV¶ LQ WKH FOLPDWH FKDQJHGHEDWH). Debates around climate change 
and climate science are embedded within what has been referred to as a diverse social 
representational field, characterised by multiple, potentially conflicting social representations 
(Rose et al., 1995). Given the abundance of social representations of climate change 
circulating in the traditional and new social media, these spaces have transformed themselves 
into major sites for conflict, contestation and negotiation. 
This diverse and, in many cases, divergent social representational field may explain 
the ambivalent responses to climate change manifested by the public (e.g. Exley & Christie, 
2003), despite the abundance of information available (Whitmarsh, 2005). In order to 
understand the diverse responses to climate change, social scientists have turned their 
attention to analysing the content and communicative strategies of major channels of societal 
information, particularly the news media. This tradition of research examines media 
representations of climate change, such as trends in media reporting (Boykoff, 2011; Brulle et 
al, in press), and the discursive aspects of climate change communication (Nerlich, 2010; 
Olausson, 2009), sometimes linking these observations to public understanding of climate 
change (Cabecinhas et al., 2008). However, there has been little attention to the discursive 
DVSHFWVRIOD\SHRSOH¶VWDONDQGWH[WDERXWFOLPDWHFKDQJHSDUWLFXODUO\LQVRFLDOPHGLDVHWWLQgs 
where this talk can itself create ripples of meaning in the wider social representational field.  
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Here it is argued that there is much heuristic and theoretical value associated with the 
analysis of user generated content, in this case online reader comments on media reporting of 
climate change, as one context of social and political contestation of the environmental issue. 
One field of contestation within this battlefield of ideas around climate change is the idea of 
µVFLHQFH¶ LWVHOI7KLV DUWLFOH H[DPLQHV WKH OHJDF\RI WKH µFOLPDWHJDWH¶ DIIDLURQSXEOLF
perception of (climate) science as expressed in a small and well-circumscribed sample of 
reader comments. 
 
Social representations theory 
This study is concerned with how readers respond rhetorically to the issue of climate change, 
complementing existing research from a realist epistemology that examines cognitive, and 
particularly attitudinal, responses (Leiserowitz, 2006; Leiserowitz et al., 2006). Social 
representations theory (SRT) was designed to address human responses, both cognitive and 
rhetorical, to scientific information, by treating seriously the information that circulates in 
VRFLHW\ DQG WKH LGHDV LQ SHRSOH¶V PLQGV (Billig, 1988, 1993). A social representation is 
GHILQHG DV µD V\VWHP RI YDOXHV LGHDV DQG SUDFWLFHV¶ UHJDUGLQJ D JLYHQ VRFLDO REMHFW
0RVFRYLFL[LLLDVZHOODV µWKHHODERUDWLQJRIDVRFLDOREMHFWE\ WKHFRPPXQLW\IRU
WKH SXUSRVH RI EHKDYLQJ DQG FRPPXQLFDWLQJ¶ 0RVFRYici, 1963: 251). Accordingly, social 
representations of climate change provide social groups in particular contexts with a shared 
VRFLDO µUHDOLW\¶ DQG µFRPPRQ FRQVFLRXVQHVV¶ of this environmental problem, facilitating 
meaning-making (Olausson, 2009).  
In his analysis of how representations are formed, Moscovici (1988) outlines the 
processes of anchoring and objectification. Anchoring reflects the categorisation of 
unfamiliar objects through their comparison with an existing stock of familiar and culturally 
accessible objects (Moscovici, 1988). For a community to develop an understanding of a 
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complex scientific phenomenon such as climate change, it must first be named and attributed 
familiar characteristics, which facilitate communication and discussion about it. For instance, 
Jaspal and Nerlich (in press) have shown that in 1988 the British Press began to anchor global 
warming to imagery of widespread destruction and catastrophe, implicitly highlighting the 
need for mitigation against climate change. Objectification is the process whereby unfamiliar 
and abstracW REMHFWV DUH WUDQVIRUPHG LQWR FRQFUHWH DQG µREMHFWLYH¶ FRPPRQ-sense realities. 
Physical characteristics are attributed to a non-SK\VLFDOHQWLW\HVVHQWLDOO\µPDWHULDOLVLQJ¶WKH
immaterial. For example, Olausson (2011) has shown that her interview respondents objectify 
climate change in terms of polar beers and flooding and that these visual representations 
FRPHWRIXQFWLRQDVµHYLGHQFH¶RIFOLPDWHFKDQJHVHHDOVR1HUOLFK	-DVSDOIRUWKFRPLQJ$
critical discourse analytical approach to anchoring and objectification can elucidate how 
these processes function discursively in the domain of text and talk (Billig, 1988; van Dijk, 
1993). 
In terms of social representational structure, Abric (2001) has distinguished between 
the core and peripheral elements of a representation7KHFHQWUDORUVWUXFWXULQJµFRUH¶RIWKH
social representation attributes meaning and value to its other elements and determines the 
QDWXUHRIWKHOLQNVEHWZHHQWKHVHHOHPHQWV7KHµFRUH¶XQLILHVWKHUHSUHVHQWDWLRQDQGLVWKXV
its most stable element in moving and evolving contexts, while peripheral elements are 
RUJDQLVHGDURXQGWKHFRUHDQGSURYLGHLWZLWKFRQWH[W7KH\VHUYHWRµFRQFUHWLVH¶DGDSWDQG
defend the central core, rendering it intelligible and transmissible. New incoming information 
can be incorporated into the representation in the form of peripheral elements, which 
highlights their volatility, versatility and mutability. Previous language-oriented analyses in 
the Swedish context have drawn upon SRT (e.g. Höijer, 2010), but this work has not 
examined the structural elements of social representations of climate change. This paper, by 
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contrast, provides insight into the structure of emerging social representations of climate 
change in reader comments on media reporting of climate change. 
Social representations are shared and accepted by individuals to differing degrees 
(Moscovici, 1981). Hegemonic social representations are shared consensually by members of 
a group; they are coercive and relatively uniform. In West European countries, hegemonic 
representations concerning climate change construct it as (i) a genuine, serious environmental 
problem which is likely to worsen if significant action is not taken (Olausson 2009, 2010); 
and (ii) caused largely by human and industrial actions and therefore requiring mitigation 
strategies (Berglez, Hoijer & Olausson, 2009; Olausson, 2009, 2010). Conversely, polemic 
representations are generated in the course of social conflict and are characterised by 
antagonistic relations between groups. Typically, polemic representations challenge or 
contest hegemonic representations. In Western European societies, polemic representations 
FRQVWUXFW FOLPDWH FKDQJH DV L D µQDWXUDOO\-LQGXFHG¶ HQYLURQPHQWDO SKHQRPHQRQ ZKLFK
cannot be mitigated against; or (ii) a non-H[LVWHQW µVFDP¶ SHUSHWUDWHG E\ JRYHUQPHQW
scientists and other institutions (Nerlich & Koteyko, 2009). Clearly, social power plays an 
important role in determining whether a representation is hegemonic or polemic and power 
relations determine WKH LQIOXHQFH D JURXS KDV LQ GLVVHPLQDWLQJ DQG µKHJHPRQLVLQJ¶ LWV
representations (Breakwell, 1993). This paper investigates this phenomenon in the context of 
reader comments (van Dijk, 1993). 
 
The construction and contestation of climate change 
Climate change has been described as one of the most politicised scientific issues attracting 
abundant media coverage (Deming, 2005). Accordingly, the media has the ability to shape 
public understanding of the environmental issue (Boykoff & Mansfield, 2008; Carvalho, 
2007; Carvalho & Pereira, 2008). The advent of the Internet has engendered a tradition of 
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research into social media coverage of climate change (Porter & Hellsten, forthcoming), 
JLYHQWKDWWKH,QWHUQHWKDVEHFRPHVXFKDVDQLPSRUWDQWµVLWH¶IRUWKHFOLmate debate (Brulle et 
al., in press). 
 Traditional and new social media, collectively, contribute to the diverse social 
representational field of climate change, which has produced equally diverse individual and 
social responses to the environmental issue. Broadly speaking, this diverse field has given 
rise to two distinguishable politico-LGHRORJLFDO µFDPSV¶ FOLPDWH FDPSDLJQHUV DQG FOLPDWH
sceptics/deniers. Climate change campaigners and pressure groups have stepped up efforts to 
mitigate against climate change, by advocating behaviour change and supporting initiatives 
for carbon emission reductions (Gough & Shackley, 2001); together with climate scientists 
ZKRSURYLGHVXSSRUWLQJHYLGHQFHIRUµDQWKURSRJHQLFJOREDOZDUPLQJ¶RU$*:&RQYHUVHO\
climate sceptics/deniers consist of coordinated anti-environmental countermovements, which 
have emerged in order to contest hegemonic representations of climate change (McCright, 
2007; McCright & Dunlap, 2011). These camps have each disseminated their respective 
social representations of climate change to the general public, through a variety of sources 
LQFOXGLQJ WKH PHGLD DQG HVSHFLDOO\ WKH VRFLDO PHGLD FUHDWLQJ µULSSOHV¶ LQ public 
understanding of climate change. For example, survey data collected in the UK show that 
public belief in climate change dropped from 91% in 2005 to 78% in 2010, and that climate 
scepticism (that is, those who deny that the climate is changing) have increased from 4% in 
2005 to 15% in 2010 (Poortinga et al., 2011). These data seem to indicate that antagonism 
between the two camps, especially prominent in the United States since the 2009 
µ&OLPDWHJDWH DIIDLU¶ 1HUOLFK  3Dinter, 2010; Brulle et al., in press), may have 
influenced public understanding of climate change, potentially resulting in a decline in public 
trust in climate science, as well as leading to increased scepticism concerning the impact and 
even existence of climate change as a global environmental problem.  
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Climategate, where hacked emails seemed to demonstrate that climate scientists had 
manipulated data and suppressed critical voices, provided supporters of the climate change 
contestation camp with an opportunity to frame climate science as faulty, fraudulent and even 
D µVFDP¶ D IUDPLQJ WKDW ZDV DOUHDG\ SUHVHQW EHIRUH 1HUOLFK 	 .RWH\ko, 2009), but now 
VHHPHGWREHEDVHGRQHYLGHQFH&OHDUO\WKHµIUDPLQJFRQWHVW¶ZKLFKZDVFU\VWDOOLVHGGXULQJ
climategate both in media representation and in social debate requires empirical investigation, 
with particular attention to the rhetorical and argumentative aspects of this area of social and 
political contestation (Anderson, 1997). This paper offers such insight. 
In addition to its role as a channel of societal information regarding climate change, 
the Internet has created cyberspaces for the reproduction, dissemination and development of 
multifarious social representations, creating a site for social and political contestation. Thus, 
in this article we examine some of the dynamics of these representations by looking at reader 
µYRLFHV¶ WKDW LV WKH YRLFHV RI WKH consumers of these new media, following climategate. 
Furthermore, reader comments on media reporting of climate change provide an ideal case 
study for the examination of the rhetorical aspects of social and political contestation, since 
(i) they can be anonymous; (ii) there is scope for interaction between commentators, 
providing insight into argumentation; (iii) they have the potentLDO WR LQIOXHQFH RWKHUV¶
comments; (iv) and they may reflect more widely distributed social representations and 
collective beliefs particular to at least a subsection of the British public. 
This paper examines the rhetorical aspects of social and political contestation of 
climate change (i) within these discursive sites, (ii) subsequent to a politically polarising 
event such as climategate. The aim is to reveal the discursive strategies employed by 
stakeholders in order to construct particular versions (that is, social representations) of 
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climate change; to contest alternative representations; and to convince others of the validity 
RIRQH¶VFRQVWUXFWHGYHUVLRQRIFOLPDWHFKDQJH 
 
METHOD 
This study focuses upon reader comments on articles published in the tabloid Press, because 
their unmatched circulation rates in Britain suggest that tabloid newspapers constitute a 
potentially important source of social representations (Conboy, 2006). Of the three biggest-
selling tabloid newspapers in Britain, only The Daily Mail was deemed suitable for the kinds 
of analyses employed in this study. The Daily Mail website database contained a sufficiently 
large number of reader comments, providing a corpus of data suitable for corpus-assisted 
discourse analysis (see below). Most mainstream broadsheet and tabloid newspapers provide 
space for commentary from readers. In order to leave comments on newspaper articles, 
readers need to create an online account, using either a pseudonym or their real name and log 
in. 
 Reader comments on The Daily Mail¶V FRYHUDJH IURP  FRQVWLWXWHs a suitable 
empirical point of departure, as they allow us to chart the effect of climategate upon the 
popular debate about climate change. This complements empirical research conducted in the 
immediate aftermath of climategate (e.g. Leiserowitz, 2010; Nerlich, 2010). 
8VLQJWKHNH\ZRUGµFOLPDWHFKDQJH¶DVHDUFKZDVFRQGXFWHGRQWKHQHZVRXWSXWRI
The Daily Mail website (www.thedailymail.co.uk) between 1st January and 31st December 
2010. This process revealed 355 relevant news articles. It is noteworthy that not all articles 
were commented upon by readers, but all available comments were recorded in a separate 
document. The large number of comments (4698 comments in total) harvested from the Daily 
Mail website necessitated the use of both quantitative and qualitative methods of text 
analysis. Drawing on the techniques of corpus assisted discourse analysis (Koteyko, 2010; 
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Partington, 2003) we first established the dominant lexical patterns in our collection (or 
corpus) of comments (for more detail see Koteyko et al, forthcoming) and examined the 
contexts of use in the form of concordances provided by WordSmith Tools version 61. The 
obtained results served as a guide for downsampling, and the concordances of the words 
µVFLHQFH¶RUµVFLHQWLVWV¶WZRRIWKHPRVWIUHTXHQWOH[LFDOLWHPVLQWKHFRUSXVHPHUJHGDVRQH
candidate area for a close study. The analysis below is based on this subcorpus of 
concordance lines (1907 in total); as part of close reading and coding, whole comments were 
also routinely retrieved. 
Analytical approach This qualitative component of the study offers a fine-grained critical 
discourse analysis (CDA) of reader commentary on tabloid articles (van Dijk, 1993, 2006, 
2009). CDA is a language-oriented analytical technique for identifying patterns of meaning 
within a data set with particular foci on the micro and macro levels of linguistic analysis. It 
aims to integrate discourse, cognition and power, bridging the epistemological positions of 
social constructionism and realism. The patterns of meaning identified in CDA are 
UHSUHVHQWHG DV µdiscourses¶ The technique provides insight into how social reality is 
constructed in talk and text, acknowledging the possibilities offered by, and potential 
constraints imposed by, social power relations (van Dijk, 1993). CDA helps reveal the 
rhetorical strategies for affirming and contesting hegemonic and polemic social 
representations. This study positions itself within the CDA tradition, which synthesises 
discourse analysis, social constructionism and SRT (e.g. van Dijk, 1993; Luyt, 2003).  
CDA was considered particularly useful due to its theoretical foci, which lie in 
describing (i) control, that is, how groups exert control over others through persuasion or by 
FRQVWUXFWLQJWKHLUDJHQGDDVµQDWXUDO¶LLWKHµGLVFRXUVHDFFHVVSURILOH¶WKDWLVWKHDXGLHQFHV
                                                 
1
 The WordSmith software allows for quantification of the most commonly used words in a given corpus as well 
as a quick retrieval and sorting of stretches of text where a search term was used.  
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and media to which stakeholders can disseminate their social representations; (iii) social 
cognition, namely that discourse can create and feed into social representations; and (iv) 
rhetorical strategies, namely the ways in which stakeholders describe, rationalise, justify, 
defend and contest particular versions of climate change. Crucially, CDA provides an 
analysis which goes beyond mere description, creating scope for the development of theory in 
the aforementioned areas.  
Procedure The selected reader comments were read repeatedly. The right margin was used to 
note emerging observations which captured essential qualities and units of meaning and 
apparent rhetorical techniques within the data. These initial codes included inter alia the 
general tone of the comment, particular forms of language (e.g. metaphor), comparisons, 
categorisations and emerging patterns within the data. Subsequently, the right margin was 
used to collate these initial codes into preliminary discursive themes, which captured the 
essential qualities of the comments analysed. Codes were pieced together in order to identify 
superordinate discursive themes, which addressed the original research questions concerning 
construction, defence and contestation of climate change representations.  
Crucially, there was a theoretical concern with the use and development of social 
representations of climate change in reader commentary, rather than an empirical concern 
with providing an overview of what the public thinks about the environmental issue (see Rose 
et al., 1995). Thus, extracts from the comments are selected in order to make overarching 
theoretical points, rather than to reflect general tendencies across the data set. The selected 
discursive themes were reviewed rigorously against the corpus of data in order to ensure their 
compatibility and numerous extracts from the comments were listed against each 
corresponding theme. It was at this stage that specific comments or extracts from the 
comments, which were considered vivid, compelling and representative of the themes, were 
selected for illustration. Finally, three superordinate discursive themes representing the 
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results of the analysis were developed and ordered into a logical and coherent narrative 
structure. Relevant constructs from SRT were drawn upon as a means of theoretically 
enriching the CDA.  
In the extracts that are presented in the analysis section, three dots within square 
brackets indicate where material has been excised; and other material within square brackets 
is clarificatory. 
 
ANALYSIS 
The analysis describes the following discursive WKHPHVL³Denigration of climate scientists 
to contest hegemonic representations; (ii) ³Delegitimisation of pro-climate individuals by 
GLVDVVRFLDWLRQ IURP µVFLHQFH¶´; and (iii) ³2XWULJKW denial: rejecting hegemonic social 
representations RIFOLPDWHFKDQJH´ 
 
Denigration of climate scientists to contest hegemonic representations 
There was a pervasive tendency for commentators to denigrate climate science. The aim was 
to delegitimise WKHµVFLHQFH¶XSRQZKLFKKHJHPRQLFVRFLDOUHSUHVHQWDWLRQVRIFOLPDWHFKDQJH
are based. This over-arching delegitimising process enabled commentators to contest, though 
not necessarily to reject in its entirety, the hegemonic social representation that climate 
change is occurring. It is noteworthy that social representations vary in their level of 
hegemony, uniformity and coerciveness, affecting scope for re-construal (Jaspal & Coyle, 
2009). In the following extract, for instance, the representation that climate change is 
occurring VHHPVµWRR¶KHJHPRQLFWRUHMHFW 
 , ILQG LW LPSRVVLEOH WR GHQ\ WKDW µFOLPDWH FKDQJH¶ LV RFFXUULQJWKH
place [planet] LV ZDUPLQJ XS DQG WKH JHQHUDO WUHQG LV WKH µLFH-FDS¶ LV
melting, Greenland is now green not white, etc. Etc.  
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The social representation that climate change exists is anchored to personal observations that 
µWKH SODFH LV ZDUPLQJ XS¶ DQG WR WKH µJHQHUDO WUHQG¶ WKDW WKH LFH-cap is melting. This 
demonstrates the hegemony of the representation, rendering it difficult to reject. However, the 
same commentator does seize the opportunity to delegitimise rhetorically the scientists who 
create and disseminate these hegemonic representations of climate change: 
:KDW ,KDYH WURXEOHZLWK LV WKDW LV DOOGRZQ WR µFDUERQ¶ , IHHO WKDW WKH
scientists have not been completely honest with their research, and now we 
KDYHSROLWLFLDQVLQµFDKRRWV¶ZLWKWKHZRUOGVVWRFN-markets trying to sell us 
µFDUERQFUHGLWV¶,MXVWKDYHWKHIHHOLQJWKDWWKHµVKDUSRSHUDWRUV¶DPRQJVW
us have seen a good way to separate us gullible types from our money by 
XVLQJDµIHHOJRRG¶IDFWRUWRGRLWZKLOVWDWWKHVDPHWLPHGRLQJQRWKLQJIRU
our environment! 
Although the commentator may feel unable to reject the social representation itself, they 
QRQHWKHOHVV FKDOOHQJH WKH SHULSKHUDO HOHPHQW RI WKH UHSUHVHQWDWLRQ WKDW LW µLV DOO GRZQ WR
µFDUERQ¶¶7KHFRPPHQWDWRU¶VFKDOOHQJLQJRIWKLVSHULSKHUDOHOHPHQWLVVXSSRUWHGUKHWRULFDOO\
E\UHSURGXFLQJWKHHPHUJLQJVRFLDOUHSUHVHQWDWLRQWKDWµVFLHQWLVWVKDve not been completely 
KRQHVW ZLWK WKHLU UHVHDUFK¶ This polemic representation gained particular momentum 
subsequent to climategate (Nerlich, 2010). This is one way of rhetorically challenging a 
hegemonic representation. The strategic invocation of a competing polemic social 
representation can contest a peripheral element of the representation, which can in turn 
XQGHUPLQHWKHUHSUHVHQWDWLRQDVDZKROH7KLVFDQGLVUXSWWKHUHODWLRQVKLSEHWZHHQWKHµFRUH¶
of the representation and its peripheral element, whRVHSULPDU\DLPLV WRVXSSRUW WKHµFRUH¶
(Abric, 2001). Furthermore, in extract 2 the constructed dishonesty of scientists is in turn 
anchored to politicians, who are discursively and ironically constructed as manipulating µXV
JXOOLEOH W\SHV¶ and watering GRZQ ZKDW LV VWLOO SRVLWHG DV µJRRG VFLHQFH¶. The primary 
13 
 
concern of politicians is constructed as being after µRXU PRQH\¶ UDWKHU WKDQ caring for the 
environment. Collectively, these rhetorical strategies seem to perform the function of 
constructing scientists as inherently fraudulent.  
Through the process of anchoring (Moscovici, 1988), some of the negative, 
denigrating characteristics attributed to politicians are implicitly associated with or 
transferred to VFLHQWLVWV ZKR WKHPVHOYHV KDYH µQRW EHHQ FRPSOetely honest with their 
UHVHDUFK¶ Indeed, the anchoring of science to politics was observable in the corpus, as 
exemplified by extract 3: 
(3) Science is the search for truth. Politics is the generation of lies to support 
personal agendas. The two do not mix. Science is likened unto fine wine. 
Lies, unto sewage. So how much sewage is acceptable in your wine? How 
much feces [sic] will YOU personally swallow? The earth changes and 
MAN can't do a thing. Name ONE THING that can be done to prevent an 
earthquake. If these 'models' are so accurate, why was data omitted? That is 
the practice of a politician, not a scientist. The practice of a child, not an 
adult. 
:KLOHVFLHQFHRYHUDOOLVFRQVWUXFWHGLQWHUPVRIµWKHVHDUFKIRUWUXWK¶SROLWLFVLVGHSLFWHGDV
µWKH JHQHUDWLRQ RI OLHV WR VXSSRUW SHUVRQDO DJHQGDV¶ 7KH FRPPHQWDWRU VHSDUDWHV WKH WZR
constructs theoretically, while arguing that in the domain of climate science they have 
become entwined. Thus, the negative characteristics attributed to politics (i.e. the metaphors 
of sewage and faeces; lies) are generalised to climate science, given the constructed 
similarities between the two constructs. Crucially, the hegemonic representation of climate 
science as a consensus-based aid to policy making is being challenged through its anchoring 
to politics. In addition to climate science being subsumed under politics (itself a caricature of 
politics as being entirely based on lies), climate science is also rhetorically positioned as 
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childish, in the sense of a child fabricating a world through something like pretend play. Most 
interestingly, the construction of climate science as political and childish scheming is 
contrasted with a very traditional, hegemonic, image of science as purveyor of authoritative 
truth (Agazzi, 2004), which is not contested. This type of rhetorical positioning of science is 
reflected in recent remarks by Professor RicharG/LQG]HQZKRFRQWUDVWHG³WKHOHJLWLPDWHUROH
RIVFLHQFHDVDSRZHUIXOPRGHRILQTXLU\´ZLWK³WKHSUHWHQFHRIVFLHQFH´DQGLWVSROLWLFLVDWLRQ
in the context of climate change (Lindzen, 2012) 
 Hegemonic representations of climate change can be challenged by contesting the 
legitimacy of the source of these representations (Breakwell, 1986; Jaspal & Cinnirella, 
2010). In the following extract, the interpretation of scientific findings is rhetorically 
distanced from the exclusive domain of scientists as a privileged source of knowledge and 
expertise: 
(4<RXGRQ¶WQHHGWREHDVFLHQWLVWWRXQGHUVWDQGVFLHQWLILFILQGLQJV+DYLQJ
D 3K' ,¶P VXUH KHOSV LI \RXU >sic] trying to perform research, but is no 
PHDQV QHFHVVDU\ 2I FRXUVH LW¶OO LQFUHDVH \RXU FUHGLELOLW\ EXW \RX GRQ¶W
need to spend eight years in school to be educated [...] I know many people 
ZKR KDYH JRQH WR VFKRRO DQG GRQ¶W XQGHUVWDQG WKH VLPSOHVW FRQFHSWV
sometimes even in their own field. My pint [sic] LVGRQ¶WIHHOLQWLPDWHGE\
someones [sic] title, just because they might have learned more about a 
particular subject does not mean they are smarter. Reading a scientific paper 
you only have to learn about what is in the paper and then tackle its 
reasoning without bias. Sometimes you have to realize that your reasoning 
may have been false but not always. Most papers have money and an agenda 
EHKLQGWKHPMXVWEHFDXVHLWVZULWWHQE\D³VFLHQWLVW´GRHVQ¶WPHDQLWV>sic] 
not intended to be misleading (even if its technically accurate) 
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Here the commentator seems to be establishing a suitable social position from which to 
contest hegemonic representations of climate change. They question the legitimacy of 
existing power relations between scientists and laypeople, challenging the authoritativeness 
and hegemony of scientists (Breakwell, 1986) $OWKRXJK D 3K' µKHOSV¶ LQ WKH research 
SURFHVVLWLVFRQVWUXFWHGDVEHLQJXQQHFHVVDU\SDUWLFXODUO\LQRUGHUWRµXQGHUVWDQG¶VFLHQWLILF
research findings. This account aims to empower laypeople to take a stance on hegemonic 
social representations of climate change. The commentator associates common errors, bias 
DQG µIDOVH UHDVRQLQJ¶ ZLWK VFLHQWLVWV ZKR W\SLFDOO\ DUH VRFLDOO\ UHSUHVHQWHG LQ WHUPV RI
precision and accuracy (Agazzi, 2004). In the final sentence the extract introduces a third 
peripheral element, namely that scientists can actively intend their scientific papers to be 
µPLVOHDGLQJ¶ VLQFH thHUH LV D ILQDQFLDO µDJHQGD¶. TKH SHULSKHUDO HOHPHQWV WKDW L LQ µUHDO
WHUPV¶ WKHUH DUH IHZ GLIIHUHQFHs between scientists and laypeople (ii) both scientists and 
OD\SHRSOH¶VMXGJHPHQWDQGUHDVRQLQJFDQEHµIDOVH¶LLLWKHUHDUHILQDQFLDOLQFHQWLYHVIRUWKH
publication of deliberately misleading science, collectively, construct a delegitimising social 
representation of climate scientists as untrustworthy. Furthermore, having attenuated power 
differentials between scientist and layperson, readers are implicitly encouraged to take a 
favourable stance on this delegitimising social representation of climate science. This 
SHUIRUPVDµKHJHPRQLVLQJ¶IXQFWLRQYLV-à-vis the representation. 
 The third peripheral element of this delegitimising representation concerning the 
GHOLEHUDWHµIDOVHQHVV¶RIFOLPDWHVFLHQFHLVIXUWKHUGHYHORSHGLQRWKHUH[WUDFWVLQWKHFRUSXV 
(5:HOOSHUKDSV LI WKHVH³VFLHQWLVWV´KDGQRWXVHG IDOVH UHVHDUFK OLHGDQG
been found out, they would not have been treated badly your Highness 
[Prince Charles]. 
(6 :K\ DUH WKH SROLFH QRW TXHVWLRQLQJ WKH ³VFLHQWLVWV´ SXWWLQJ RXW IDOVH
information supporting global warming? 
16 
 
(7) I suppose when being funded and controlled by a corrupt government 
the departments concerned would have to employ scientists who could be 
bought - which is what appears to have happened in this case. They should 
not be allowed to get away with this. They CHEATED to further the 
purposes of the carbon credits crew, they knew what they were doing. 
,QUHVSRQVHWRDQDUWLFOHGHVFULELQJ3ULQFH&KDUOHV¶FULWLFLVPRIWKHµDSSDOOLQJWUHDWPHQW¶RI
scientists associated with climategate, the author of extract 5 constructs a rationale and 
MXVWLILFDWLRQRIWKLVWUHDWPHQWE\LQYRNLQJµIDOVHUHVHDUFK¶OLHVDQGK\SRFULV\0RUHRYHUWKH
FDWHJRU\ µVFLHQWLVWV¶ LV GLVFXUVLYHO\ SUREOHPDWLVHG WKURXJK LWV SRVLWLRQLQJ ZLWKLQ LQYHUWHG
commas. As in extract 2, an implicit distinction is made between good science and bad 
science, good scientists and bad scientists, where the image of good science and scientists 
conforms to established norms of science, whereas climate scientists are positioned as 
breaching these norms, and as being corrupted by politics and money. 
Similarly, in extract 6 the peripheral element of financially-motivated false research is 
reiterated, although here it is constructed specifically in terms of a criminal act worthy of 
police attention. This serves to accentuate the legal, not only moral, severity of the alleged 
behaviour. Furthermore, in extract 7, there is clear accentuation of the peripheral element that 
there is financially motivated corruption within the domain of science. More specifically, it is 
µIXQGHGDQGFRQWUROOHGE\DFRUUXSWJRYHUQPHQW¶7KHµFKHDWLQJ¶RIVFLHQWLVWVLVDWWULEXWHGWR
WKHILQDQFLDOEHQHILWVDOOHJHGO\DVVRFLDWHGZLWKµFDUERQFUHGLWV¶'LVFUHGLWLQJVFLHQWLVWVLQWKLV
way is rather novel, as it links (pure) climate science directly to climate policy which sets or 
PDQDJHV µFDUERQ FUHGLWV¶ 7KH SRVVLELOLWLHV WR HQJDJH LQ IUDXG LQ WKH ODWWHU DUH SURMHFWHG
directly onto the former. The peripheral element of financial gain is most effective in its 
support for and reinforcement of the polemic representation that climate scientists are 
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untrustworthy. Overall, climate science (as opposed to an image of pure or proper science) is 
socially represented as inherently fraudulent and subservient to politics and finance (greed). 
 
Delegitimisation of pro-FOLPDWHLQGLYLGXDOVE\GLVDVVRFLDWLRQIURPµVFLHQFH¶ 
Although some commentators denigrated climate science in order to contest hegemonic 
social representations, a large number of comments conversely accepted positive social 
representations of science but rhetorically disassociated climatologists and climate 
FDPSDLJQHUV IURP WKH FDWHJRU\ µVFLHQFH¶ )RU LQVWDQFH H[WUDFW  GLVWDQFHV $O *RUH IURP
µVFLHQFH¶ZKLFKLVLQWHUHVWLQJLQLWVHOIDVKHLVQRWDFWXDOO\DVFLHQWLVW 
(8) Don't forget who started this Global Panic. It was Al Gore. Gore stood to 
gain hundreds of millions of dollars if the U.S. and other countries enacted 
laws he was pushing to reduce Carbon in the atmosphere. This is not Gore's 
first try at global panic for financial gain. Remember the Ozone layer crisis 
he created about 15 years ago. He claimed that the Ozone layer was 
collasping [sic] and would caue [sic] world ruin if we did not pass laws to 
protect the Ozone [...] Gore is not the Scientist he pretends 
7KHµ*OREDO3DQLF¶RIFOLPDWHFKDQJHLVDWWULEXWHGDOPRVWHQWLUHO\WR$O*RUHDIRUPHU86
presidential candidate and recipient of the Nobel Peace Prize for his climate activism (Hulme, 
2009). The commentator distances climate science from the domain of science and 
FRQYHUVHO\FRQVWUXFWVLWLQWHUPVRIDVFKHPHWRµJDLQKXQGUHGVRIPLOOLRQVRIGROODUV¶$JDLQ
as in the previous section, there seems to be an underlying (hegemonic) social representation 
at work here that dissociates (pure or proper) science from money and therefore claims that 
any contact between science and money renders science immediately impure, improper, 
IUDXGXOHQWRUXQWUXVWZRUWK\PRQH\LVVHHQDVWDLQWLQJRUVXOO\LQJWKHµSXULW\¶RIVFLHQFH,Q
this context, climate change is represented as a money making scheme rather than a scientific 
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reality and climate science as improper science. Similarly, the commentator constructs the 
µ2]RQH OD\HU FULVLV¶ DV D µFUHDWLRQ¶ RI $O *RUH 7KLV LV VLPLODUO\ REVHUYDEOH LQ H[WUDFW 
Crucially, the commentator constructs climate change and ozone depletion as the exclusive 
GRPDLQRIVFLHQWLVWVIURPZKLFK$O*RUHLVUKHWRULFDOO\H[FOXGHGµ*RUHLVQRWWKH6FLHQWLVW
KH SUHWHQGV¶ 7KLV VHUYHV WR UHSUHVHQW $O *RUH DV DQ LPSRVWHU RQ WKH RQH KDQG DQG
essentiaOO\ GLVTXDOLILHV KLP IURP µFUHDWLQJ¶ ZKDW LV UHJDUGHG DV µWKLV *OREDO 3DQLF¶ RQ WKH
other. 
 6LPLODUO\WKHFRPPHQWDWRULQH[WUDFWGRHVQRWGHOHJLWLPLVHWKHFDWHJRULHVµVFLHQFH¶
RUµVFLHQWLVW¶per se, but rather distances pro-climate change individuals from this domain. Al 
*RUHLVGHOHJLWLPLVHGRQWKHEDVLVWKDWKHLVSRVLWHGDVµSUHWHQGLQJ¶WREHDVFLHQWLVWZKLFK
can be disputed, as he is undoubtedly a politician who relies on science rather than a 
scientist). In the next extract a scientist is delegitimised on the basis of positioning him as 
µMXVWDQ,QGLDQHQJLQHHU¶WKHUHIRUHDOVRLPSO\LQJVRPHVRUWRISUHWHQFH,QERWKFDVHVWKHLU
efforts at making or advising on climate change policy are undermined by dismissing their 
legitimate associations with science.  
(9) Climate always changes, so why are we trying to stop it. We just saw the 
lies about glaciers retreating apparently based on a comment by some Indian 
FKDSZKRQRZDGPLWVKHZDVMXVW³VSHFXODWLQJ´DQGWKLVLVXVHGE\,3&&
as evidence. The heDGRIWKLVRUJDQLVDWLRQWXUQVRXW WREHQRW³7KHZRUOGV
top climate scientist!´ As the BBC would have it, but a railway engineer, 
with vested business interests. 7KHQ WKHUHV ³FOLPDWHJDWH´ WKULYLQJ SRODU
bears, sea levels rising modestly since the last ice age, and not threatening 
pacific islands at all. The list goes on and on and on and on.  
The commentator in extract 9 begins by acknowledging the hegemonic representation that the 
climate is changing, while emphasising a peripheral element of this representation that it 
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constitutes a largely natural, rather than human-induced, process (Jaspal & Nerlich, in press). 
7KH FRPPHQWDWRU¶V REVHUYDWLRQ WKDW WKHUH KDYH EHHQ UHFHQW µOLHV DERXW JODFLHUV UHWUHDWLQJ¶
serves to justify rhetorically the position, since it essentially serves to construct a growing 
µFXOWXUH¶RI OLHVVXUURXQGLQJFOLPDWRORJ\&OLPDWHJDWHVHUYHVDV LPSRUWDQW UKHWRULFDODQFKRU
DQGLVLPSOLFLWO\OLQNHGWRµJODFLHU-JDWH¶:DOVK 
The commentators lend credibility to their social representational position by 
GHOHJLWLPLVLQJ WKH GLVVHPLQDWRU RI WKHVH µOLHV¶ 7KH FRPPHQWDWRU UHIHUV WR 'U 5DMHQGUD
Pachauri not in terms of his academic, professional or scientific position, but rather in terms 
RIµVRPH,QGLDQFKDS¶2QWKHRQHKDQGWKHFOLPDWHVFLHntist is distanced from the domain of 
science, thereby disqualifying him rhetorically from making scientific assertions. The 
DGMHFWLYH µVRPH¶ FRQVWUXFWV KLP DV DQ XQNQRZQ LQWHUFKDQJHDEOH ILJXUH UDWKHU WKDQ DV D
scientist with a potentially unique and informed contribution to make to the climate debate. 
7KHLQYRFDWLRQRIWKHVFLHQWLVW¶VHWKQR-national background renders this category salient vis-
à-YLV WKH PRUH UHOHYDQW FDWHJRU\ RI µVFLHQWLVW¶ SRWHQWLDOO\ DFWLYDWLQJ LPDJHV RI IRUHLJQQHVV
and ineligibility to make scientific assertions. Similarly, in his pioneering study of racism in 
WKH3UHVVYDQ'LMNKDVVKRZQKRZWKHPHGLD¶VDFFHQWXDWLRQRILUUHOHYDQWHOHPHQWVRI
DQLQGLYLGXDO¶VLGHQWLW\FDQKHOSWRXQGHUPLQHWKHFUHGLELOLW\RIWKHLQGLYLGXDO¶VDVsertions in 
the eyes of the reader. The delegitimisation of the scientist is further reinforced by the 
FRPPHQWDWRU¶VXVHRIWKHFROORTXLDODQGLQWKLVFRQWH[WGHURJDWRU\QRXQµFKDS¶FRQVWUXFWLng 
him in terms of a layperson, rather than as a climate scientist. The head of the IPCC is 
constructed as lacking the scientific expertise to manage the IPCC, on the one hand, and who 
KDV µYHVWHG EXVLQHVV LQWHUHVWV¶ RQ WKH RWKHU $V HFKRHG LQ WKH SUHYLRXV VHFWLRQ YHVWHG
business interests, financial incentive and bureaucratic greed make up a supporting peripheral 
element of this social representation concerning their (professional) distance from the domain 
of science. Crucially, it is not the domain of science that is problematised, but rather, pro-
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(anthropogenic) climate change individuals, by virtue of their rhetorical distancing from the 
domain of science. Conversely, anti-(anthropogenic) climate change individuals are posited 
DVUHSUHVHQWLQJµWUXH¶VFLHQFH 
 The contestation of hegemonic representations requireVDµVWURQJ¶VSHDNLQJ-position, 
ZKLFK FDQ EH DFKLHYHG E\ TXHVWLRQLQJ WUDGLWLRQDO µFULWHULD¶ IRU PDNLQJ VFLHQWLILF DVVHUWLRQV
(see extract 4). In extract 12, the commentator does this by contrasting their own scientific 
background with the non-scientific background of Prince Charles as well as that of climate 
VFLHQWLVWVRWKHUWKDQKLPVHOIµVR-FDOOHGVFLHQWLVWV¶ 
(12) Charles is not a scientist. I am. Charles thinks that the treatment of the 
'climategate' so-called scientists was appalling. What appals me is that those 
so-called scientists have been allowed to continue with their disgraceful 
pseudo-science. Many other scientists, some of them distinguished and 
eminent, are equally appalled by the disgraceful and unscientific antics 
revealed by the climategate information, though we had already been aware 
of those antics even before that information provided the confirmation. Like 
many others, I have not found one shred of convincing evidence to support 
the hypothesis of man-made global warming. What I have found is that 
there is an abundance of evidence to the contrary, all of which is being 
studiously ignored. Ignoring inconvenient data is not what real scientists do. 
Nor do real scientists manipulate data to make it look as if it supports a pre-
conceived idea. 
The commentator re-categorises hegemonic social representations of climate science in terms 
RI µSVHXGR-VFLHQFH¶ µ0DQ\ RWKHU VFLHQWLVWV¶ DUH VDLG WR VKDUH WKH YLHZ WKDW VXFK SVHXGR-
VFLHQFH LV µGLVJUDFHIXO¶ µDSSDOOLQJ¶ DQG SHUKDSV PRVW LPSRUWDQWO\ µXQVFLHQWLILF¶ 7KLV
constructs the representation as consensual. The commentator legitimises his own evaluation 
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RI µSVHXGR-VFLHQFH¶ E\ SRVLWLRQLQJ KLPVHOI DV D µUHDO¶ VFLHQWLVW YLV-à-vis Prince Charles) 
(Davies & Harré, 1999). Climategate is represented as µFRQILUPLQJ¶ UDWKHU WKDQQHFHVVDULO\
revealing, the alleged wrong-doing. Having represented himself as a scientist, the 
commentator proceeds to contest hegemonic social representations of human-induced climate 
FKDQJHE\GHQ\LQJWKHH[LVWHQFHRIµFRQYLQFLQJVFLHQWLILFHYLGHQFH¶&RQYHUVHO\µVR-called 
VFLHQWLVWV¶ DUH UHSUHVHQWHG DV GHQ\LQJ µHYLGHQFH WR WKH FRQWUDU\¶ 7KLV HQDEOHV WKH
FRPPHQWDWRUWRFRQVWUXFWPDLQVWUHDPFOLPDWHVFLHQFHDVµQRWZKDWUHDOVFLHQWLVWVGR¶WKDWLV
µSVHXGR-VFLHQFH¶7KHRYHUDUching aim here is to delegitimise climate scientists. 
 
³2XWULJKW GHQLDO rejecting hegemonic social representations of climate 
FKDQJH´ 
Climategate may rhetorically empower relevant stakeholders to deny climate change in its 
entirety and to thereby reject hegemonic representations of climate change. For instance, 
some commentators rejected the role of human beings in (anthropogenic) climate change: 
 (13) Perhaps now people will come to realise that man-made global 
ZDUPLQJLVDELJVFDP,W¶VDQH[FXVHIRUSROLWLFLDQVWRWD[XVLQWKHQDPHRI
µJUHHQWD[HV¶LW¶VDQH[FXVHIRUUHVHDUFKHUVZLWKJUHHQDJHQGDVWRJHWKXJH
grants and government funding (wrong DJHQGDQRJUDQWVRIFRXUVHLW¶VDQ
excuse for stealth taxes of billion (possibly trillions) via carbon trading 
VFKHPHV DQG LW¶V DQ H[FXVH IRU WKH K\SRFULV\ DQG XQVHHPO\ PRQH\-
grabbing seen in Copenhagen.  
The µELJVFDP¶ RIµPDQ-PDGHJOREDOZDUPLQJ¶LVconstructed as commonsensical knowledge, 
ZKLFK SHRSOH VKRXOG QRZ µUHDOLVH¶ The commentator attributes peripheral elements of 
PHDQLQJWRWKHSROHPLFVRFLDOUHSUHVHQWDWLRQWKDWµPDQ-PDGHJOREDOZDUPLQJLVDELJVFDP¶
Firstly, it is a political scheme to geQHUDWH LQFRPH IURP µJUHHQ WD[HV¶ DQG µFDUERQ WUDGLQJ
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VFKHPHV¶DQGVHFRQGO\LWLVDQacademic VFKHPHWRJHQHUDWHµKXJH¶UHVHDUFKJUDQWVMoney 
seems to be the rhetorical anchor that commentators use to undermine, denigrate and reject 
science and scientists. These peripheral elements are reinforced through the observation of 
µXQVHHPO\PRQH\-JUDEELQJ¶ZKLFKLVDWWULEXWHGWRSROLWLFLDQVDQGVcientists who disseminate 
the hegemonic representation contested by the commentator. This is consistent with the 
peripheral element identified in extract 3, namely that there are financial incentives for the 
development of climate science. Here this peripheral element supports the polemic 
representation that man-made climate change does not exist (Abric, 2001). This essentially 
attributes meaning to the polemic representation, lending it further credibility and providing 
VFRSHIRULWVµKHJHPRQLVDWLRQ¶-DVSal & Yampolsky, 2011). 
 In the same comment post, the commentator delegitimises climate scientists by 
drawing upon climategate. Anchoring the representation that climate change is a scam to 
climategate serves to undermine the hegemonic representation of climate change:  
(14) As the emails and computer programmes hacked from the Climatic 
Research Unit at the University of East Anglia proved these so-called 
climate scientists have fiddled the data and suppressed any dissent by 
devious means. We are being manipulated and ripped off. Thank you 
Daily Mail for showing some guts and printing this story. Maybe you can 
go all the way and reveal just how much this rotten money-making sceme 
is costing us already. 
In extract 14, uVHRIWKHYHUEµWRSURYH¶VXJJHVWVXQHTXivocal evidence to support the claim 
WKDWµVR-FDOOHGVFLHQWLVWV¶WKDWLVLPSRVWHUVKDYHIDEULFDWHGGDWDDQGVWLIOHGGHEDWHUHJDUGLQJ
FOLPDWHFKDQJHµE\GHYLRXVPHDQV¶7KLVYHUVLRQRIHYHQWVFKDOOHQJHVXVXDOZD\VRIWKLQNLQJ
about scientists. There is a GLVFXUVLYHSRODULVDWLRQRIµXVYHUVXVWKHP¶ZKHUHE\VFLHQWLVWVDUH
attributed a malevolent authoritarian positionZKLOHµZH¶DUHSRVLWLRQHGZLWKLQWKHFDWHJRU\
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of victimhood as sufferers of tyranny, manipulation and embezzlement (Davies & Harré, 
1999). 0RUH VSHFLILFDOO\ WKH µURWten money-PDNLQJ VFKHPH¶RI scientists is represented as 
KDYLQJQHJDWLYHLPSOLFDWLRQVIRUµXV¶WKDWLVOD\SHRSOH There is a collectivisation of ingroup 
victimhood vis-à-YLVµWKHP¶-DVSDO	1HUOLFKLQSUHVV Crucially, the rhetorical processes of 
positioning and anchoring SHUIRUP DQ LPSRUWDQW HYDOXDWLYH IXQFWLRQ VSHFLI\LQJ WKH µJRRG¶
DQGWKHµEDG¶WKHSRZHUIXODQGWKHZHDN 
There is an attempt to attribute credibility to the emerging polemic social 
representation of climate change as a (scientific and financial) µVFDP¶ E\ XQGHUPLQLQJ WKH
FRQWUDGLFWRU\KHJHPRQLFRQH7KHYHUEµWRSURYH¶FRQWULEXWHVWRWKLVDVGRHVWKHVXJJHVWLRQ
that, in disseminating information regarding climategate, The Daily Mail has defied the 
authoritarian tendency of the scientiVWVWRµVXSSUHVVDQ\GLVVHQW¶. The newspaper is positioned 
alongside the public within the category of victimhood, since it is represented as benevolently 
µVKRZLQJVRPHJXWV¶. 
The rhetorical SRODULVDWLRQ RI µXV¶ YHUVXV µWKHP¶ FRQVWLWXWHV DQ LPSRUWDQW PHDQV RI 
HVWDEOLVKLQJFUHGLELOLW\ IRU WKHSROHPLFVRFLDO UHSUHVHQWDWLRQRIFOLPDWHFKDQJHDVD µVFDP¶
This is achieved partly by denigrating not only the scientists who are seen as being the 
primary disseminators of the hegHPRQLF UHSUHVHQWDWLRQV EXW DOVR WKH µEHOLHYHUV¶ ZKR
passively accept the representations: 
(15) The climate change scam gets better and better, when will you 
believers WAKE UP to this, it is a SCAM nothing more or less we are being 
manipulated by scientists who if they do not agree with the climate change 
clap trap get their funding stopped [...] I believe you reap what you sow, it 
will cost the average person in the street very dearly indeed, this guy in the 
wildwest days would of [sic] been selling a tonic/elixir to cure all ills. I 
believe in protecting our environment but not telling porkies to do. 
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Extract 15 DGGUHVVHVµEHOLHYHUV¶LQWKHVHFRQG-person narrative, which constructs an ingroup 
versus an outgroup, as GHVFULEHG DERYH 0RUH VSHFLILFDOO\ µEHOLHYHUV¶ DUH FRQVWUXFWHG DV
EHLQJQDLYHDQGXQDZDUHRIWKHµFOLPDWHFKDQJHVFDP¶DQGDUHWKHUHIRUHXUJHGWRµZDNHXS¶
to WKH FRQVWUXFWHG UHDOLW\RI WKH µFOLPDWHFKDQJHVFDP¶. It is noteworthy that the category 
µEHOLHYHU¶ HYRNHV FRQQRWDWLRQV RI UHOLJLRXV EHOief and orthodoxy, suggesting uncritical 
acceptance and irrational conformity (Nerlich, 2010). This implicitly belittles those 
individuals who accept and endorse hegemonic social representations of climate change. 
Establishing the peripheral element that eQGRUVLQJ WKLV UHSUHVHQWDWLRQZLOO µFRVW WKHDYHUDJH
SHUVRQ LQ WKH VWUHHW GHDUO\¶ LPSOLFLWO\ LQFXOSDWHV WKH µEHOLHYHUV¶ DQG QHJDWLYLVHV WKHP This 
peripheral element may be regarded as an elaboration of the peripheral element that climate 
science is financially motivated. Believers are rhetorically equated with those naïve enough 
to purchase expensive but useless miracle cures from quacks (scientists). 
 7KH QHJDWLYLVDWLRQ RI µEHOLHYHUV¶ FRQVWLWXWHV DQ LPSRUWDQW UKHWRULFDO VWUDWHJ\ IRU
rejecting hegemonic representations of climate change. To reject this hegemonic 
UHSUHVHQWDWLRQ LV WR H[SUHVV GLVVHQW DQG FDQ SRWHQWLDOO\ HQKDQFH RQH¶V GLVWLQFWLYHQHVV DV D
NQRZHU RI µWUXWK¶ WKLV KDV EHHQ UHIHUUHG WR DV QHJDWLYLVP $SWHU  5KHWRULFDO
negativism of this kind serves to redefine the rationale for hegemonic social representations 
of climate change and to re-attribute the contents of the representations to malevolent ulterior 
motives (e.g. greed). This justifies rejection of the representations, as illustrated in extract 16: 
(16) Peter, Bournemouth, Your an stereo typical [sic] Envirofascist, You 
have to bring a debate about meat eating to an personal attack on others who 
do not conform to your own narrow mined [sic] view. And I also challenge 
you to provide an educated counter argument to what all the world leaders 
and scientists (You know the ones, Hacked emails spinning and tricks 
spring to mind) and now saying is what they believe is Climate 
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FKDQJH*OREDO ZDUPLQJ 'RQ¶W NQRFN LW XQOHVV \RX FDQ VXEVWDQWLDWH ZKat 
you say, Of course If we could trust or believe these lying Tax grabbing 
world leaders, or these money grabbing grant taking scientists. And I did not 
HYHQKDYHWRXVHWKHZRUGPRURQRQFH1RZWKDW¶VDQ [sic] grown up debate 
for you m8ty 
This comment was posted in response to an earlier comment from µ3HWHU %RXUQHPRXWK¶, 
which was supportive of hegemonic representations of climate change and averse to the 
HPHUJLQJSROHPLFUHSUHVHQWDWLRQVRIFOLPDWHFKDQJHDVDµVFDP¶7KHFRPPHQWDWRUSRVLWLRQV
µ3HWHU %RXUQHPRXWK¶ PHWDSKRULFDOO\ LQ WHUPV RI DQ µ(QYLURIDVFLVW¶ 7KH REMHFWLILFDWLRQ
process of figuration imbues the position of accepting hegemonic social representations of 
FOLPDWHFKDQJHZLWKDPRUHµFRQFUHWH¶FXOWXUDOO\DFFHVVLEOHHVVHQFH0RVFRYLFL	+HZVWRne, 
 0RUH VSHFLILFDOO\ LW LQYLWHV WKH SHUFHSWLRQ RI µEHOLHYHUV¶ DV µIDVFLVWV¶ WKDW LV
authoritarian, aggressive and averse to debate. The point regarding fascist aversion to debate 
LV LPSOLFLWO\ UHLQIRUFHG WKURXJK WKH FRPPHQWDWRU¶V FODLP WKDW WKHLr comment constitutes a 
µJURZQXSGHEDWH¶vis-à-vis WKHLPSOLHGDSSURDFKRIµ(QYLURIDVFLVWV¶VHHDOVRH[WUDFW7KLV
infantilises scientists and environmentalists, who are portrayed as bullies. This point is 
echoed in extract 3, in which climate scientists are portrayed as childish. Anchoring the belief 
WKDW FOLPDWH FKDQJH H[LVWV WR µ(QYLURIDVFLVP¶ connects with the observed positioning of 
climate scientists as authoritarian (bullying) figures who stifle debate (see extract 14). The 
perceived disseminators of the hegemonic social representations are denigrated in terms of 
µPRQH\ JUDEELQJ JUDQW WDNLQJ VFLHQWLVWV¶ DQG µ7D[ JUDEELQJ ZRUOG OHDGHUV¶ 7KH XVH RI
SHULSKUDVWLF DGMHFWLYDO FRQVWUXFWLRQV WR TXDOLI\ WKH FDWHJRULHV µVFLHQWLVW¶ DQG µZRUOG OHDGHU¶
serves to anchor these categories to negative characteristics, making them cognitively 
inseparable (Jaspal, 2011). This provides acceptable social conditions for the outright 
rejection of hegemonic social representations of climate change, fostering an atmosphere of 
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climate scepticism and even denial. Most importantly, these comments attempt to undermine 
public trust in climate science, while at the same time upholding trust in an ideal image of 
VFLHQFHWKDWE\FRQWUDVWLVKRQHVWDSROLWLFDODQGµXQSROOXWHG¶E\PRQH\WKDWLVSXUHSURSHU
DQG WKHUHIRUH µUHDO¶ as opposed to climate science, which, by contrast, is improper and 
impure, science. 
 
DISCUSSION 
This paper set out to examine the discursive aspects of social and political contestation of 
climate change in a small sample of reader comments on tabloid newspaper articles in the 
aftermath of the politically polarising climategate affair. This context-specific study is not 
intended to be empirically generalisable nor is it presented as representative of public 
attitudes concerning climate change. Rather, the aim was to identify and examine the 
rhetorical strategies, which may be employed by climate sceptics and deniers in order to 
construct particular versions (that is, social representations) of climate change; to contest 
alternative representations; and to convince RWKHUVRIWKHYDOLGLW\RIRQH¶VFRQVWUXFWHGYHUVLRQ
of climate change. The use of critical discourse analysis has allowed insight into the 
rhetorical dynamics in a discursive site characterised by social and political contestation of 
climate change. Therefore, it is believed that this study speaks to a broader range of issues 
surrounding discourse, rhetoric and argumentation (Billig, 1988; van Dijk, 1993).  
 It has been shown that commentators can employ a range of rhetorical strategies for 
challenging and rejecting hegemonic social representations of climate change. The analysis 
suggests that individuals seem to draw upon three overarching strategies for contesting these 
representations, namely (i) the denigration of climate science and climate scientists; (ii) the 
delegitimisation of pro-climate individuals by disassociating them from the domain of 
µVFLHQFH¶ DQG LLL WKH FRQVWUXFWLRQ RI a deception, financially-driven agenda of climate 
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science. An important sub-discourse intersecting these major strategies and linking them 
together was the rhetorical association of (i) science and money, and (ii) science and politics. 
Although the link between science and money and science and politics, especially in terms of 
ILQDQFLDO DQG RU SROLWLFDO µVFDPV¶ KDG DOUHDG\ EHHQ TXLWH SHUYDVLYH LQ HDUOLHU GHEDWHV
surrounding climate science, even at the height of climate consensus in about 2007 (Nerlich 
& Koteyko, 2009), our analysis suggests that climategate is deployed by commentators as 
µHYLGHQFH¶IRUWKHDVVHUWLRQWKDWFOLPDWHVFLHQFHLVSULPDULO\DPRQH\-making scam, that is, as 
DUKHWRULFDOUHVRXUFHIRUFRQVWUXFWLQJWKHLURZQDVVHUWLRQVDVµIDFWXDO¶which in turn enables 
them to resist hegemonic social representations of climate science and climate change 
(Breakwell, 2010). 
 
Critical moment in science 
By exploring the discursive elements of social and political contestation of climate change it 
has been possible to provide some insight into how individuals respond rhetorically to 
hegemonic and polemic social representations of climate change. It seems that hegemonic 
representations can be difficult to reject entirely or to re-construe, as is the one that climate 
change is indeed occurring (Jaspal, Cinnirella & Nerlich, forthcoming). However, the 
representation can be challenged rhetorically by denigrating its disseminating source, namely 
climate scientists themselves. For instance, the category µVFLHQWLVW¶PD\EHDQFKRUHGWRWKDWRI
µSROLWLFLDQ¶DQGFOLPDWH VFLHQFH may be objectified in terms of (illegitimate) financial gain, 
WKDW LVDµVFDP¶0RVFRYLFL7KHanalysis attests to the development of a competing 
polemic social representation of climate scientists, namely that they are untrustworthy in the 
domain of climatology. Given that science is typically understood as apolitical, fair and 
objective (Agazzi, 2004), the peripheral element that there is a financial dimension to climate 
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science is most effective in its support for and reinforcement of the polemic representation 
that climate scientists are untrustworthy. 
 However, not all commentators consensually denigrated the field of science. Climate 
sceptics may well acknowledge the positive values of science, such as its celebrated 
apoliticality, fairness and objectivity, but simultaneously engage in the rhetorical strategy of 
distancing pro-climate individuals from the positively evaluated domain of science. The 
primary difference between this strategy and that of denigrating science is that here science 
itself is not problematised or delegitimised. Rather, pro-climate individuals are delegitimised 
E\YLUWXHRIWKHLUµGLVWDQFH¶IURPWKH(constructed) version of science (see Bar-Tal, 1990 for a 
detailed account of delegitimisation)7KH\DUHGLVHQIUDQFKLVHGIURPWKHGRPDLQRIµVFLHQWLILF
LVVXHV¶VXFKDVFOLPDWHFKDQJHZKLFKLQWXUQXQGHUPLQHVWKHVRFLDOUHSUHVHQWDWLRQVWKDWWKH\
disseminate. For instance, by constructing climate change as a µFUHDWLRQ¶RI$O*RUHZKRVH
non-scientific background is emphasised in the strongest terms, the phenomenon of climate 
change is attributed almost entirely to a single non-scientific figure. Indeed, the discursive 
prominence of Al Gore in blog discussions and media representations (Höijer, 2011; Koteyko 
et al., 2010; Nerlich & Koteyko, 2009) has led to widespread personalisation (itself a sub-
process of objectification) of climate change in terms of Al Gore. However, the science, 
which underlies climate campaigning, is obscured by the objectification of climate change in 
this way. Thus, the delegitimisation of the personifying symbol (namely Al Gore) undermines 
the hegemonic representation itself.  
Commentators extend their rhetorical delegitimisation of pro-climate individuals to 
climate scientists, rather than just climate campaigners such as Al Gore. This can be achieved 
by providing superfluous and irrelevant information regarding particular climate scientists 
(van Dijk, 1991). For instance, Dr Pachauri is positioned as µMXVW DQ ,QGLDQ HQJLQHHU¶
emphasising his Indian background, which is irrelevant in the particular context. This implies 
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VRPH VRUW RI SUHWHQFH DQG WKH LQGLYLGXDO¶V FRQVHTXHQWLDO µLQHOLJLELOLW\¶ WR FRPPXQLFDWH
climate science. Commentators undermine these pro-FOLPDWHLQGLYLGXDOV¶HIIRUWVDWPDNLQJRU
advising on climate change policy by dismissing their legitimate associations with science. 
Moreover, the analysis exhibits an underlying (hegemonic) social representation that 
dissociates (pure or proper) science from money and therefore claims that any contact 
between science and money renders science immediately improper. Thus, commentators can 
strategically make use of this hegemonLF UHSUHVHQWDWLRQ UHJDUGLQJ WKH µSXULW\¶ RI VFLHQFH
(Agazzi  LQ RUGHU WR HQFRXUDJH DQG µKHJHPRQLVH¶ WKHLU RZQ SROHPLF VRFLDO
representations that (i) climate change itself constitutes a money-making scheme rather than a 
scientific reality, and that LL PDLQVWUHDP FOLPDWH VFLHQFH LV HVVHQWLDOO\ µQRW UHDO¶ science 
(Jaspal & Yampolsky, 2011). In essence, this serves to undermine the hegemonic social 
representation that anthropogenic climate change exists as an environmental problem. 
 
Climategate as a rhetorical resource 
It seems that climategate may even rhetorically empower relevant stakeholders to deny 
climate change in its entirety and to thereby reject hegemonic representations of climate 
change. Whether the  µGHQLHUJDWH¶, precipitated by a batch of leaked emails allegedly 
showing how a climate sceptic think-tank manipulated public discourse around climate 
change (Thorpe, 2012), might lead to a process of disempowerment remains to be seen. The 
analysis demonstrates that climate scientists may be depicted as the malevolent, dictatorial 
DQGDQWDJRQLVWLFµ2WKHU¶ZKLOHWKHLQJURXSQDPHO\FOLPDWHVFHSWLFVDQGWKHJHQHUDOSXEOLF
at large) are positioned within the category of victimhood (Davies & Harré, 1999). This form 
of positioning creates and nurtures ingroup and outgroup social identities on the basis of 
accepting and rejecting hegemonic social representations of climate change (Breakwell, 
1993). By invoking climategate, commentators may construct (i) their polemic social 
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representation that FOLPDWH FKDQJH VLPSO\ GRHV QRW H[LVW DV µIDFWXDO¶ DQG LL SUR-climate 
LQGLYLGXDOV DV QDLYH µEHOLHYHUV¶ 7KLV LV DFKLHYHG E\ DQFKRULQJ WKH DFFHSWDQFH RI climate 
science to religious conviction (Moscovici, 1988), which has been observed as one means of 
delegitimising the claims of climate scientists in previous metaphor analysis studies (Nerlich, 
2010; McKeown, 2012). Linking these two observations, commentators may also generalise 
WKH µPDOHYROHQFH¶ RI FOLPDWH VFLHQWLVWV WR PHPEHUV RI WKH JHQHUDO SXEOLF RU Qon-scientific 
community who accept hegemonic representations of climate change by objectifying their 
ideas in terms of constructing them as bullies. In unison, these rhetorical strategies essentially 
stigmatise acceptance of these hegemonic representations of climate change and undermine 
support for them (McCright, 2007). 
 TKH SDSHU SURYLGHV LQVLJKW LQWR D GLVFXUVLYH µVWUXJJOH¶ DURXQG (climate?) science. 
Rhetorical resources such as climategate may allow individuals to construct science as 
µIDXOW\¶DQGXQWUustworthy, or it may be employed to show that pro-climate individuals are 
QRWµUHDO¶VFLHQWLVWV1RWLRQVRIVFLHQFHDQGVFLHQWLILFNQRZOHGJHDUHGHSOR\HGUKHWRULFDOO\LQ
order to construct particular representations of climate change, to contest and resist 
hegemonic representations and to convince others of the validity of polemic representations. 
 
Social representations in text 
The paper makes a theoretical contribution to a growing tradition of research into the use and 
development of social representations in text (e.g. Höijer, 2011; Jaspal & Nerlich, in press; 
Olausson, 2009). It has been shown that a hegemonic social representation can be 
undermined by challenging its peripheral elements, whose primary function is to support the 
µFRUH¶RI WKH UHSUHVHQWDtion (Abric, 2001). The peripheral elements may be undermined by 
strategically invoking a competing polemic social representation (Ben-Asher, 2003). The 
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hegemonic representation is undermined due to the consequential disruption caused to the 
relationship bHWZHHQWKHµFRUH¶RIWKHUHSUHVHQWDWLRQDQGLWVUHOHYDQWSHULSKHUDOHOHPHQWV 
This paper echoes the observation that, in contexts of intergroup conflict, traditionally 
OHVVµSRZHUIXO¶VWDNHKROGHUVZLOODWWHPSWWRµXSJUDGH¶WKHLUSROHPLFVRFLDOUHSUHVHQWDWLons to 
KHJHPRQLF OHYHO -DVSDO 	 <DPSROVN\  SDUWO\ EHFDXVH WKLV FDQ VHUYH WKH LQJURXS¶V
goals and ambitions (Breakwell, 1993). Through the use of critical discourse analysis (van 
Dijk, 1993), we have been able to show that commentators may attenuate power differentials 
between scientist and layperson, implicitly encouraging readers to take a favourable stance on 
their polemic social representations which challenge anthropogenic climate change and/ or 
climate science. Crucially, the attenuation of power differentials can perform a 
µKHJHPRQLVLQJ¶ IXQFWLRQ YLV-à-vis the polemic representation, since it constructs the less 
powerful group as knowledgeable and hence fully capable of disseminating information 
regarding climate change. 
 
Conclusion 
This paper encourages a critical examination of how climate sceptics and deniers talk and 
argue about climate change in the diverse and complex social representational field and 
µEDWWOHILHOGRINQRZOHGJH¶ of social media. Reader comments in our sample generally aimed 
to delegitimise and undermine climate science. There was an aim to associate climate science 
and climate scientists with perceived negative attributes of politics and politicians (lying, 
cheating, money grabbing), and to dissociate climate science from the constructed positive 
attributes of science (honesty, truth, objectivity). This paper argues that the notion of science 
and the process of science communication face a critical moment, since they may be 
problematised and delegitimised in order for relevant stakeholders to resist hegemonic social 
representations of climate change. Crucially, it has been shown that climate sceptics and 
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GHQLHUV GR QRW VLPSO\ GHOHJLWLPLVH FOLPDWH VFLHQFH ZLWKRXW µHYLGHQFH¶ 5DWKHU WKH\ PDNH
strategic use of contextual factors and emerging social representations, such as climategate in 
RUGHU WR VXEVWDQWLDWH DQG µKHJHPRQLVH¶ WKHLU SROHPLF UHSUHVHQWDWLRQV OHQGLQJ WKHP IXUWKHU
credibility in the eyes of others. More generally, research into science communication must 
continue to examine the influence and impact of the volatile social context in which science 
is deeply embedded, in order to optimise science communication and to engage with the 
socio-environmental problem of climate change. 
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